modest gain in survival from continuous drug treatment over five years. But when we consider that their therapy is based on reserpine, inevitably depressant, the treatment may be more difficult to endure than the disorder. So many drugs are involved in the treatment of hypertension that probably no single one is completely understood in its effect, but certainly this book provides all the relevant information. I would particularly recommend critical reading of the contributions from the epidemiologists. The hypertensive kidney may excrete more salt and more is needed for replacement. Salt restriction is therefore unpromising and is disapproved by Swales (p 147) while Rose regards it as an important possible preventive measure (p 20), a confusion of consequence with cause. In the last chapter the epidemiologists also show reluctance to accept a negative result of a well known therapeutic trial (p 498). This to my mind at once introduces bias in interpretation, defeating their own subsequent warnings. Double blindness can be a ritual substitute for accuracy and precision of clinical documentation. (1741 1799) published his 'Account of the Foxglove' in July 1785,and within sixmonths it had reached New England. However. the plant Digitalis purpurea was not to be found in North America. Hall Jackson took it upon himself to write to Withering, asking for a supply of seeds ofthe 'wonder drug'. These were duly despatched and soon the purple foxglove was adorning the gardens of New England, and digitalis was being administered for dropsy.
The author supports John Fulton's dismissal of the claim of Erasmus Darwin (and his son Charles Darwin) to have anticipated Withering in the use of digitalis for dropsy. The Darwins' account was simply anecdotal and nowhere as thorough as Withering's systematic investigation. However, Withering'S concept of the nature of dropsy was incorrect, as was his explanation of the mechanism of action of digitalis, which he considered to be on the kidneys as a diuretic and not by direct action on the heart.
The story of digitalis is unfolded against a backcloth of the industrial, political and social revolutions of the time, as well as the contemporary medical scene and the state of medical research in the Age of Enlightenment. The major portion of the book deals with medical practice and research in revolutionary America, and this proves to be more valuable historically than the story of digitalis itself.
This work is strongly recommended to students of the history of pharmacology, and of medical practice and research in Qghteenth century England and North America.
ALEX SAKULA
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Mutagenesis in Sub-Mammalian Systems: Status and Significance. G E Paget (ed) pp 231 £8.95 Lancaster: MTP Press 1979 The possibility that groups of humans or, indeed, whole populations, may be exposed to chemical agents capable of inducing mutation of the genetic material both somatic (thus opening an avenue to carcinogenesis) and germinal-is occasioning just concern. This matches the concern, first established in the 1930s, with the mutagenic and malignancy-inducing effectsof ionizing (and sometimes non-ionizing) radiation. Yet we live in environments which almost unavoidably expose many of us to a variety of chemicals in our food, our drinks, and in the very air we breathe -some of us more than others because of our occupations. The question then is, what chemicals are safe, and the subsidiary questions are: is there, for some chemicals, a safe dose (a threshold dose)? Is there safety for most -but not for all-individuals, i.e. are there constitutional predispositions? Are there states of relative safety with respect to mutagenesis, when dealing, for example, with physiological or pathological sterility that should 'protect' the germ line; and, last but not least, are there special risks during pregnancy, for example, when mutagenesis, carcinogenesis and teratogenesis may keep each other company?
To answer some of the questions on chemical risk, tests, or batteries of tests, may be required to point the finger at dangerous agents. Clearly the tests must be sensitive, reliable, simple and cheap. The difficulty is to devise tests that have these properties, but whose results can be extrapolated confidently to human beings.
This book represents the proceedings of a conference on these topics. The individual aspects were presented and discussed by experts in their
